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“ART IS LONG; LIFE ISN’T”
RANDOLPH CALDECOTT IN AMERICA
AND IN FLORIDA
by J OHN CECH *
British illustrator, began his
R first and Clast visit to, thethenoted
United States and eventually to
ANDOLPH

ALDECOTT

Florida in November 1885. Born in 1846, Caldecott was nearly
forty and near the end of his life at the time of the journey.
Friends had encouraged him to spend the worst part of the
winter of 1885-1886 in St. Augustine, Florida, and the American
South, away from the bleak English weather that often threatened
to break his fragile health. Caldecott suffered, for most of his
relatively short life, from a heart condition, the aftereffects of a
childhood bout with rheumatic fever. This trip to Florida was
meant to be another of those recuperative interludes that friends
and physicians periodically prescribed for him. Perhaps he hoped,
with his characteristic good humor, as he had when he visited
the south of France nearly ten years earlier, “that rheumatism
may forget me and not recognize me on return to Albion’s
shore.“ 1 In 1885 he had less strength than he did when he wrote
William Etches in 1873, to endure what he called those “smart
attacks on the heart . . . causing that machine to go up and down
like a lamb’s tail when its owner is partaking of the nourishment
provided by bounteous Nature.“ 2
When Caldecott came to the United States, his reputation as
a book illustrator had preceeded him. He was known to his
*

Mr. Cech is assistant professor of English, University of Florida, Gainesville. He wishes to thank the Houghton Library, Harvard University,
for permission to quote from the Caldecott letters, and the Florida
Historical Society for materials from its Caldecott collection and the
Baldwyn Library of Children’s Literature at the University of Florida
for its use of first editions of Caldecott’s works.

1. Randolph Caldecott to an unknown recipient, Fall 1878, quoted in
Henry Blackburn, Randolph Caldecott: A Personal Memoir of his
Early Art Career (London, 1886), 189.
2. Undated letter, ca. 1873, in Michael Hutchins, Yours Pictorially:
Illustrated Letters of Randolph Caldecott (London and New York,
1976), 275.
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American audience for the glimpses he offered of London society
and the English and European countrysides and their inhabitants. His works had appeared in Harper’s Monthly and the
Daily Graphic, the American cousin of the London Graphic.
The Graphic, along with other illustrated English newspapers
and magazines like London Society, Pictorial World, and Punch,
had helped to launch and establish Caldecott’s career, and appearance in their pages had won him almost immediate popularity
and success. Caldecott’s deft, witty caricatures of British society at
home and abroad could be quite sharp, but they were not
bitterly denunciatory and were, almost invariably, softened by
some humorous touch. His style was free of pomposity and the
“forced lessions of any religious tract society.” And his fascination
with rural life, at “the height of Victorian aestheticism, . . .
represented a form of escapism: an escape to the quiet county
lanes of eighteenth-century England, where ladies in crinolines
and rotund squires presided over vast estates, where scarletjacketed huntsmen sent their horses leaping over a countryside
uninhabited by locomotives and unmarked by the smoke stacks
of a distant factory.“ 3
Caldecott was best known in America for his illustrations for
new editions of an American writer’s nostalgic view of things
most English: Washington Irving’s Old Christmas (published by
Macmillan with Caldecott’s illustrations in 1875) and Bracebridge Hall (1877), both done while Caldecott was still in his
late twenties and still emerging as an artist. If Caldecott had left
behind only his magazine and early book illustrations, he would
have ensured himself of a modest reputation among art historians,
critics, and other artists. Both Van Gogh and Gaugin had admired
his work. Van Gogh thought his drawings for the Irving books
were “pithy . . . quite original and highly interesting,” Gaugin
lauded Caldecott’s illustrations of geese as “the true spirit of
drawings.” 14 Over the years, Caldecott’s enduring contribution to
the art of illustration has remained in the field of children’s
books, and this may explain, as the British art critic Frederick
Laws argues, why his stature in serious artistic circles is still a
3. Rodney K. Engen, Randolph Caldecott: Lord of the Nursery (London,
1976), 5.
4. Ibid., 21.
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minor one: picture books simply do not command the status or
the academic stamp of approval.
Many of Caldecott’s children’s titles have remained in print
since his death; they have been widely translated and have sold
literally millions of copies. The American Library Association
continues to honor Caldecott’s memory with a prestigious, annual
award for the best picture book for children-an award endowed
in 1938 by a Caldecott collector and the editor of Publisher’s
Weekly, Frederick Melcher, who was responsible for reviving
interest in Caldecott in America and keeping his name, if not
always his art, in the public eye. A quick sense of Caldecott’s
impact on later creators of children’s books can be realized
through a comparison of any of Caldecott’s picture books with
those that have won the award named after him. Many of thesesurely all of the enduring ones-bear at least some traces of
Caldescott’s style or have exploited the general possibilities
Caldecott pioneered in his own books. Perhaps the most distinguished illustrator and writer of picture books today (1981),
Maurice Sendak, himself a Caldecott medal winner, acknowledges
the pervasive influence of Caldecott: “To me, his work heralds
the beginning of the modern picture book. There is in Caldecott
a juxtaposition of picture and word, a counterpoint that never
happened before.“ 5
The picture books allowed Caldecott to recall the people, the
landscape, animals, and the pre-industrial freedom that compelled
and inspired him throughout his life. Rural England, where he
had grown up as a boy in Old Chester, Cheshire, and which he
had known so well as a young bank clerk in Whitchurch, Shropshire, gave him the place and time to locate his imagination and
ignite his creative surges. Here he was most at home, riding,
visiting, and drawing at will and at ease. “In some things,” he
wrote Frederick Locker-Lampson, “I am conservative and dislike
innovation.“ 6 Caldecott’s boyhood had been seminal and it
colored most of his adult work; he had experienced it with open
eyes, and when he returned to the countryside later in his life, it
5. Maurice Sendak, “Randolph Caldecott: An Appreciation,” in Elizabeth
T. Billington, The Randolph Caldecott Treasury (London and New
York, 1978), 11.
6. Randolph Caldecott to Frederick Locker-Lampson, July 18, 1855,
Hutchins, Yours Pictorially, 244.
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“was no fantasy, world of a week-ending Georgian. He knew
country life from a small farmer’s point of view and drew it
without sentimentality. He sees the countryside not as landscape
but as farming land or hunting country, and his people on it
are not the nymphs and swains of pastoral convention. His
shepherds shear their sheep and his milkmaids know how to
milk.“ 7
Caldecott began to show his artistic talent very early; when he
was about six-years-old, he was already carving in wood and
drawing. His father, a merchant and later an accountant, tried to
discourage his son from beginning an artistic career. He took
him out of school when he was fifteen and secured a position for
him in a local bank. Caldecott was eventually transferred to the
small town of Whitchurch-whose streets and buildings appear in
a number of his children’s books and his illustrations of Irving’s
works-and later, in 1867, to the commercial center of Manchester. Caldecott was probably not as devoted to his banking
duties as most of his biographers maintain, for he managed to
take many walking holidays to sketch the countryside. When he
was confined to his chair in the bank, he continued drawing
comic pictures of customers and fellow clerks on envelopes or
any other loose slips of paper he had at hand. Caldecott was a
self-taught, natural artist, and those around him quickly
recognized his talents. He was singularly unpretentious about
his gifts, and he was well-liked, both in the bank and in the
villages surrounding the town, where he boarded at the home of a
neighboring farmer and occupied himself with “fishing, shooting,
going to meets and wandering the countryside.“ 8
Caldecott’s gentleness and humor were not tarnished when he
went to London as a young man in the early 1870s, encouraged
to do so by his other artistically-inclined comrades at the Brasenose Club in Manchester, buoyed by letters of introduction to
influential editors in the city, and excited by having his first
comical illustrations published in Manchester’s Will o’ The Wisp
and The Sphynx. Yet he was not seduced by the London society
that he sometimes jabbed at in his drawings and that he
7. Frederick Laws, “Randolph Caldecott,” The Saturday Book, Vol. 16,
ed. John Hadfield (New York, 1956), 63-64.
8. Ibid., 63.

https://stars.library.ucf.edu/fhq/vol59/iss3/5

4

Cech: Art Is Long; Life Isn't Randolph Caldecott in America and in Flor

Randolph Caldecott, circa 1884. By permission of the Houghton Library,
Harvard University.
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The Magnolia House, circa 1840. Photo from R. K. Sewell, Sketches Of St.
Augustine, Facsimile edition (Gainesville, 1976), 61.

Caldecott’s grave in Evergreen Cemetery,
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eventually travelled in as a successful popular artist. By the early
1880s he was something of a household name. At times he was
insecure about his lack of formal, academic background as an
artist, and he confessed to a friend, not many years after his
arrival in London and the success of his Irving illustrations: “I
wish I had had a severe training for my present profession. Eating
my dinners, so to speak. I have now got a workshop, and I sometimes wish that I was a workman. Art is long; life isn’t.“ 9 In
the margin of the letter Caldecott made one of his delightful
“lightening sketches” of two characters, one tall and one short,
with tall “art” carrying squat “life” along, like a child out for a
stroll. In a few, quick lines he completely swept away the serious
note of the letter. Except, with Caldecott, the deeper implications were always just beneath the smiling surface. Humor seemed
to make these concerns bearable.
Caldecott does not appear to have remained too insecure for
long about his lack of credentials in London’s art circles. He did
study painting and sculpting briefly in Manchester and again in
London, and he was soon rewarded with small showings of oils,
bas reliefs, watercolors, and drawings at various galleries in
London, including the Royal Academy. But in the ten or so
years that mark his mature career as an artist in the national eye,
he was simply too busy with drawing assignments and commissions to commit himself fulltime, as he was urged to do, to the
more respected, approved media of painting and water colors.
Besides, he recognized that these areas were not in his “line,”
and he privately acknowledged that he was not nor would he
ever be, as proficient in these other media as he was with pen
and ink drawings and engraved, wood block illustrations.
Frederick Locker-Lampson, a poet and a close friend of
Caldecott’s had convinced the artist to make the voyage to
America, and Caldecott had casually planned “to take an easy
tour-be guided by circumstances, of which the climate may be
the chief. It may be pleasant to go quietly down the Eastern
States to Florida and eventually through New Orleans to South
California then up to North California and through Colorado
and home by Boston.“ 10 There was, however, nothing “easy”
9. Randolph Caldecott to an unknown recipient, August 9, 1874,
Hutchins, Yours Pictorially, 274.
10. Randolph Caldecott to Frederick Locker-Lampson, October 18, 1885.
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about the trip for Caldecott and his wife, Marion. The ocean
crossing on one of the Cunard steamers, Auriana, was rough, and
Caldecott joked with Locker-Lampson by letter from Philadelphia
that “there was no getting off. We hope there will be an overland
route discovered by the time of our return.“ 11
The American trip, which took him eventually to Florida,
was to blend two of Caldecott’s pleasures: his curiosity about
new places and people and his greater love of drawing those
scenes and faces, of penetrating to “the life of places” he observed.
In order to help finance the journey, Caldecott agreed once
more to take on the role of a “special reporter” and to keep a
travelling artist’s record of whatever caught his fancy in America.
Caldecott had been a “special” for the illustrated newspapers
since his arrival in London in 1872, and he had made sketching
trips to the Harz Mountains, Brittany, northern Italy, southern
France, and the British seaside. However, he disliked the work,
the conditions of a “special’s” life depleted him physically and
emotionally. There were the deadlines that prevented him from
drawing at ease, and this led, Caldecott felt, to mistakes in his
work which he could not correct once the material was printed.
Yet Caldecot relented when his friend, Thomas Armstrong, urged
Caldecott to make notes and drawings for the newspaper Armstrong edited, the Graphic.
Once Caldecott had promised Armstrong the American drawings, he felt bound, as he did throughout his brief though prolific
career, to keep his word and, if necessary, to push himself relentlessly and to the limits of his strength to do so. The Graphic
published and eventually collected, posthumously, Caldecott’s
observation of American life in American Facts and Fancies I
and II. 12 Gathered among these impressions were several drawings of Caldecott’s storm-tossed ship and a number of scenes of
Washington, including one that included part of the 1818 replica
of John Trumbull’s famous painting of the Signing of the
Declaration of Independence which still hangs in the Capitol Rothe Rotunda paintings in his caption to one of the drawings:
“The Capitol at Washington was dull during my visit, there were
11.
12.

Ibid., November 18, 1885, from the Hotel Bellvue, Philadelphia.
“American Facts and Fancies, I and II, The Complete Collection of
Randolph Caldecott’s Contributions to the “Graphic” (London, 1888).
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no statesmen or lobbyists, only a few country people looking at
the Chambers, and at the historical pictures in the Rotunda.
Some of these great pictures represent the humiliation of various
British Generals, one shows the baptism of Pocahontas, and
another the Declaration of Independence. This last . . . is interesting by reason of its careful portraits. It is a very fair specimen of this kind of work. John Randolph, during a debate
in Congress, called it the ‘shin-piece,’ because of the abundance
of legs displayed in it.“ 13
The Graphic printed other drawings and notes on Washington-of a tired, political hack on a cracker barrel; a view along
Pennsylvania Avenue which initially impressed Caldecott but
that he later revised because, behind the impressive public
structures, “many of the buildings are mean”; and a Washington
hotel where Caldecott tried to unravel the hierarchy of color
among black porters, lobby attendants, and waiters. Finally,
Caldecott “could not help having a vision of a hunting scene . . .
as it appeared in [his] mind’s eye . . . seen from a train window”
against the background of “the huge advertisements in white
letters painted upon black wooden barns and workshops, and
upon the long black hoardings set up in the fields within view
of the railway.“ 14 Of all his American “fancies” this one comes
closest, perhaps, to touching the essence of Caldecott’s feel for
the country and his growing awareness of its disturbing social
textures: Caldecott adds, in the foreground of the drawing, the
awkward figure of a black farmhand trying to scramble over the
hurdle that the imaginary white hunters are in the process of
jumping on horseback.
Among the last drawings Caldecott completed in his American
sketch book, there is a small, watercolor wash of an American
country house, probably in Virginia, with an ox-drawn gig (he
“was more at home perhaps, in a gig than in any other position
in life”) moving slowly past the house and out of the picture. 15
His last drawing, made in Charleston, South Carolina, shows a
group of black stevedores struggling to load heavy bales of cotton
13. Ibid., 314.
14. Ibid., 316, 318.
15. Blackburn, Randolph Caldecott, 169. The sketch of the house and the
passing “gig” is in Caldecott’s American sketchbook in the Parker
Collection, Harvard University.
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onto a waiting wagon. 1 6 In their own way, these drawings were
apocryphal. The normally crowded sketch books that Caldecott
kept throughout his life and that teemed with studies of houses,
animals, native costume, landscape, and people present many untouched, blank pages during his American visit. Caldecott does
try a few character studies, some notes on architecture, and
several city scenes. But the detail he was obsessed with is missing;
in these last unexpected and poignant efforts, his lines trail off,
unsure of themselves, finished before they have begun.
The Caldecotts arrived in Florida at the beginning of December 1885. On January 14, 1886, Marian Caldecott wrote to Lady
Jane Locker-Lampson from the Magnolia Hotel in St. Augustine:
“You may have seen or heard a rumor of Mr. Caldecott’s illness,
and I feel sure that you and Mr. Locker would like to know
from us what is the truth. Mr. Locker’s note was forwarded two
or three months ago but my husband has not been able to attend
to anything for nearly a month. He has been very ill, but as all
immediate anxiety about him is over, and he seems to be recovering as quickly as possible after being so pulled down, I can write
cheerfully about him. We only have to get up his strength now.
He has had a severe attack of gastrites [sic] which has probably
been developing for months and has been much aggravated by
the strain and fatigue of the voyage and subsequent travelling.
He has been good-for-nothing and unfit for work ever since we
left England. After his illness and the complete rest which is
necessary and unavoidable, I believe he may feel better than he
has done for a long while.“ 17
Though Caldecott’s attack of gastritis may have subsided and
Mrs. Caldecott had reason to be optimistic about her husband’s
recovery, enough to jest a little about his unproductivity, there is
a marked graveness to her letter. The winter in St. Augustine
had been miserable, and she went on to write that they “have
just gone through a spell of such weather as has not been known
in Florida for fifty years. . . . It was hard to bear in these lightly
built wooden houses, utterly unprepared to resist cold. Fortun16. The drawing appears in Billington, The Randolph Caldecott Treasury,
104.
17. Marion Brind Caldecott to Lady Jane Locker-Lampson, January 14,
1886.
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ately, we have warm rooms and so Mr. Caldecott has not
suffered.“ 18
The Magnolia Hotel on St. George Street, where the Caldecotts were staying, boasted in its advertisements about commanding the highest ground in the city with a “fine view of the ocean:
and a “cuisine . . . in every respect unexceptionable.“ 19 The
Magnolia, along with other hotels and boarding houses, gave the
city the cosmopolitan ambience that had drawn Caldecott and
a number of other Englishmen to the city, either for its reputation as a health spa (with Capo’s Bath House on Bay Street
offering discreet hot and cold salt baths to the visitors) or as a
place to do business in the developing Florida wilderness. The
London firm, the East Floridas Land and Produce Company,
was active in the city in the years before the dramatic arrival
of Henry Flagler, who would open up the city to northern
tourism, on the economic scene of Florida. 20 Flagler began
work on his opulent, late Victorian hotel, the Ponce de Leon,
near the end of 1886. The St. Augustine Yacht Club, whose
secretary, Reginald White, was a British banker, had been
in existence since 1874. For a small city with a population of
slightly over 2,000 in 1880, St. Augustine would have given
Caldecott ample privacy and subjects for his studies if he had not
been so desperately ill on his arrival.
Within a month after Marion Caldecott’s letter home to
England, and about a month before his fortieth birthday, Caldecott died, on February 13, 1886. The death certificate was
signed by H. Caruthers, presumably the attending physician at
Caldecott’s death. 21
The obituary which appeared in the St. John’s Weekly and
18. Ibid.
19. Undated advertisement for the Magnolia Hotel (ca. 1890) in the
archives of the St. Augustine Historical Society. The Magnolia Hotel
burned down in 1914.
20. For a more complete picture of the St. Augustine the Caldecotts might
have known, see Margaret L. Chapman, “St. Augustine and Randolph
Caldecott” Florida Libraries, 21 (March 1970), 18-24. For a visual sense
of St. Augustine around the time of the Caldecotts’ visit, see Mark
Tellier, St. Augustine’s Pictures of the Past (St. Augustine, 1979) and
Karen Harvey, St. Augustine and St. Johns County: A Pictorial History
(Virginia Beach, VA, 1980).
21. Horace Caruthers maintained his office and residence on the corner of
Spanish and Treasury streets. There were ten physicians living in St.
Augustine in 1886.

Published by STARS, 1980

11

Florida Historical Quarterly, Vol. 59 [1980], No. 3, Art. 5
316

F LORIDA H ISTORICAL Q UARTERLY

St. Augustine Chronicle for the next week, February 20, 1886,
was phrased with simplicity and understatement: “Died: In this
city on the 13th inst. Randolph Caldecott, aged 39 years. Mr.
Caldecott was born in Chester, England, and was a fellow of
the R. A. and an artist of much renown, employed on the London
Graphic. The deceased came to St. Augustine Dec. 1 and was
quiet and careful in his habits, but gradually failed till on Saturday morning he died, at the residence of Dr. H.[enry] C. Slogett,
from organic disease of the heart.“ 22
Reginald White and Dr. Andrew Anderson made arrangements for Caldecott’s burial and may have helped with the
expenses. 2 3Both men probably served as pallbearers for the
funeral procession which wound its way to the outskirts of the
city and to the newly-opened Evergreen Cemetery, where Caldecott was among the first to be interred. Today, though his grave
receives “perpetual care,” it has gone to seed. The gravesite,
with its rectangular stone border, is tucked obscurely away in
the southeast corner of the cemetery, near the groundskeeper’s
house. It would be difficult to find were it not for the big cypress
tree that has since grown behind the headstone. The tree
bears a weather-worn message from local school children, a
gesture from them to the artist who, perhaps more than any
other, brought an exuberant humor and freshness to their earliest
books. Children have kept Caldecott’s memory alive.
After Caldecott’s death, Marion Caldecott wrote to Frederick
Locker-Lampson about forming a committee to create a monument for her late husband. About the composition of the committee she insisted, “I wish no one who is not known to have
some interest in and admiration for Randolph’s work, or himself, no dragging in of names of people who don’t care, just to
make a ‘boom’.“ 24 If she were to write that letter today, the
list would have to be very lengthy and need to include not only
the prestigious admirers (like Andrew Lang, who she mentions
in the letter) but also those St. Augustine schoolchildren who
have signed their names to the declaration over Caldecott’s
22. Death certificate for Randolph Caldecott is in the St. Augustine
Historical archives.
23. Dr. Andrew Anderson III was a prominent St. Augustine physician and
an associate of Henry Flagler.
24. Marion Brind Caldecott to Frederick Locker-Lampson, January 11, 1888.
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grave that reads, “Randolph Caldecott has a friend in me.” “Art
is long; life isn’t,” Caldecott quipped. Yet in a short life, he took
the art of children’s books a very long way. 25
25. A memorial tablet to Randolph Caldecott designed by Sir Alfred
Gilbert, R. A. is in the Artists Corner of the crypt of St. Paul’s Cathedral,
London, near Cruikshank’s tomb. There is also a memorial tablet to
Caldecott in the Cathedral in Chester, England.
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